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How To Balance Work and Family
V. Sue A t kinson
Hom e Economics Program
Assistant
Barbara, a Broom e County
m ot her , recently re-ente r e d t he
workforce by t aking a p artt im e job . She found a f riend
who was willing t o care for her
two-year old son , C had. She
and her husband agreed t h a t h is
flexible work schedule would
a llow hi_m to stay h ome occasionally if Chad got sick.
Sound perfect? Barbara
thought so, too.
When Barbara picked Chad
up after her first day of work,
he was sick; Barbara missed
work her second day on the job.
Her husband, who normally
would be available, was called
out of town unexpectedly.
She also discovered that her
friend who had 'been caring for
Chad was also taking care of
five other children. Chad, who
was used to more individual
attention, was ver y unhappy
there.
In addition, Barbara's job,
while interesting and challenging, had its share of hassles and
frustrations. Her house was a
disaster. Chad was distraught
when Barbara arrived to pick
him up each day after work,
and at home, the formerly delightful two-year-old began to
live up to the reputation of his
age group. Barbara didn't know
what to do.
Married mothers of children
under age six make up the most
rapidly growing segment of the
American labor force. In 1950,
11.9 percent of these women
worked outside the home, compared to 48.7 percent today.
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Images of "supermom," who
simultaneously excels as career
woman, mother, wife, and community member, contrast with
the reality of juggling job, children, spouse, housework and
other commitments.
Parents in situations like
Barbara's have few role models
today. Most "baby boomers"
were raised by mothers who did
not work outside the home, and
we all watched the TV shows
where dad worked, mom stayed
home, and everyone was happy.
While some work places help

meet the needs of employed
parents, the majority of employers do not offer employersponsored child care, flex-time,
or other accommodations to
parents' needs. Flexibility
tends to be offered at the discretion of an individual supervisor who may be helpful in an
emergency, but less sympathetic
to the day-to-day needs of
employed parents.
Parents of newborns may
have a particularly difficult
time. The United States is the
only industrialized nation that
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does not have legally mandated
maternity or parental leave.
Married mothers of children under age six make up the most
Currently, employers must
rapidly growing segment of the American labor force. In 1950,
offer disability coverage for
11.9 percent of these women worked outside the home, compared
pregnancy if this coverage is
to 48.7 percent today.
offered to other employees for
illness or injury, but disability
coverage is not r equired. When
business or office in the
sibilities and salary of one
available, these benefit s are
home, as well as traditional
full-time job.
limited to six weeks for an
typing and sewing pieceuncomplicated birth. Legislation
Permanent part-time work.
work are all examples of
has been proposed that would
this option.
Traditionally part-time
require an unpaid four-month
work has been regarded as
leave with job protection to be
BARBARA'S CASE
temporary, carrying no
offered to women giving birth
fringe benefits, low responor adopting b abies.
sibility and low pay. Some
So what did Barbara do?
Child care is another area in
Sorely tempted to quit her
employers are now offering
which U.S. policy lags behind
job, she decided to stay with it
professional part-time posiother countries. Quality child
for a month and see how things
tions and benefits to partcare, the crucial service that
worked out. She re-arranged
time workers.
can make a huge difference in
her work schedule so that her
the lives of employed parents,
son's days in child care were
Employer-sponsored child
is hard to find, expensive, and
shorter, although now more
care. This may be in the
unpredictable due to budget
frequent. She spent more time
form of an on-site child
cuts and high turnover among
with Chad in the morning before
care center, financial assischild care providers. (See "Who
work. After only a few days,
tance to parents for use in
Pays for Child Care, Living,
existing child care programs, he was much happier and really
April 1986.)
enjoyed his time with the other
or an information and referchildren.
ral service for parents seekPOSITIVE TRENDS
Barbara learned some helpful
ing child care.
techniques for dealing with a
But there are positive trends
Parental leave. Some employ- two-year-old's behavior and
and innovative approaches being
tried to take better care of
ers offer unpaid leaves of
tried to help families balance
herself, too. She hired a teenabsence to new fathers as
the demands o f a job and the
age neighbor to clean her house
well as to mothers. Many
needs of family members. These
fathers, however, are relucoccasionally and tried to be
include:
more organized herse lf. When
tant to use this benefit
because they perceive (often
her husband returned from his
Flex-time. Workers can
trip he resumed participation in
accurately) that employers
choose when to start and
do not favor them.
his share of the housework and
end their working day as
child care.
long as the number of reBarbara still worries about
Infants in the workplace.
quired hours are worked.
Chad's frequent colds, and life
Some new mothers, particuThere may be a block of
for her family seems alternatelary those who are breasttime during the work day
ly happily full and a little too
when all employees are
feeding, may bring their
hectic and stressful. Barbara
present. For example, one
young babies to work with
wonders how other working
employee may work from
them. Safety factors, comothers manage.
7:30 am-3:30 pm, and another
workers' and supervisors'
may work from 10 am-6 pm,
attitudes, and the demands
HELPFUL STRATEGIES
of a particular job must be
with all employees present
considered.
from 10 am-3 pm.
Some families have found

Job sharing. In this form of
part-time work, two people
are hire d to share the respon14 January 1987

Working from home. Computer terminals in employees' homes, locating a small

these strategies helpful:

Establish priorities. Job
demands may often take
Living

changes are needed, make.
them now. This is the only
childhood your child will
have.
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Nurture your relationship as
a couple, or, for single parents, your relationship with
other adults. Wendy, a busy
mother of six, told me that
she and her husband work to
make time together because
"in twenty years it'll just be
the two of us again and we
really hope there's something
left." .

I
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The difficult balance of
family and other responsibilities
~ \.
is also a challenge for mothers
-~;'
(;.- - .
who are not employed. House.
i ' ·work, volunteer activities and
• I
;
other commitments demand
~ /:
similar strategies and prioritysetting. Farm women, while
often not considered "working
)/
..--~ mothers," typically do substan\wl,7-;,;:- '
tial work in and out of the
house that contributes to the
family's livelihood. The saying,
"Every mother is a working
mother," certainly applies.
Value your time. Commuting
Balancing work and family
time becomes more expensive is a dynamic process, and just
as it adds to child care costs as what works for one family
as well as taking time that
may not work for another, what
could be spent with family.
works for a family today may
Household help may turn out not work next year or next
to be money well spent
month. It is a continuing chalrather than the luxury it
lenge for all family members.
appears to be.

.
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precedence, but sick children
need parents. People come
before possessi ons, and
family comes before housework.

Use time-management principles to reduce wasted
time and establish priorities. (The Cooperat ive
Extension free mail series,
"Time Out!" can be helpful
there.)
Pace yourself. Most parents
arrive home from work
exhausted, and while older
children may be understanding about the time needed
to unwind, small children
want and need time with
parents right away. Save
some time and energy for
after work.
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Make family time a priority.
Many working parents gear
their social lives toward
acti vities that include the
whole family. Perhaps appointments (hairdresser,
dentist), as well as shopping
and errands, can be shifted
to lunch hour, rather than
scheduling them on precious
evenings and weekends.

.__J
Do it now. Children grow
and change quickly. If

._)
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WORKERS AND THEIR CHILDREN
Much of our look at work and family life assumes that children
are an added responsibility for a worker, and this is true. But children enrich all aspects of our lives, including our working lives.
Boston Globe columnist Ellen Goodman questions the attitude
that the best worker is the least encumbered, the one who is free
to travel and work overtime and never needs time off for a sick
child. But in fact, children bring other qualities to our lives that
can make us better workers. Parents learn to be patient, to listen,
to juggle multiple responsibilities, to exercise authority in positive
ways. These are certainly qualities that are also desirable and
valuable in a co-worker or supervisor. Those of us whose work
involves us with children and families find additional benefits from
the lessons of parenthood.
Increased responsibilities at home certainly have an impact on
the work place and demand an ever-changing balancing act, but we
must remember that employed parents bring not just additional
responsibilities, but abilities as well.

NOT FOR WOMEN ONLY
Fathers, too, struggle with the difficult balance between work
and family life. Although most men have little ambivalence about
whether they should be employed, they may have even fewer choices.
While we occasionally read inspiring articles about househusbandfathers, this has not been the choice, or even an option, for most
men.
In families that have one breadwinner, the responsibility usually
falls to the man, since women still earn only about sixty cents for
every dollar earned by men.
Today fewer men have at-home wives to tend to all aspects of
child care and homemaking, and others question the limited role
that fathers traditionally have played in the lives of their children.
Joe, a Broome County father I spoke with, told me that while he
works fulltime, he values the flexibility his particular job offers. He
is able to eat lunch with his family, occasionally work at home or
take a day off to spend with his children. Does he wish he could
spend more time with his children?
"I wish I had more time for everything. But work isn't the most
important thing," he said. "Children can't wait around. You don't
want to miss out when they're little because then you don't have
the kind of relationship you want when your kids are older. I know
a lot of people who have missed their kids' growing up and now
they're sorry. I decided I didn't want to be like that."
Some fathers have left jobs or turned down promotions they felt
would infringe too much on family life. Some have, at least temporarily, opted for staying home and caring for children. Many working fathers care for children while their wives work a different
shift. Others, like the father quoted above, have made time with
their children a priority within their existing work schedule.
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